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Salvage
Kipp Wessel
- fo r  Lisa
When Walker pulls their car off to the side of the highway 
and gets out, he just stares for a while at the auto yard. The 
yard seems to stretch all the way to the San Juan range. 
Heaped up cars, gutted torsos, abandoned wheel wells, 
scattered engine parts, and pieces of machinery consume the 
lot. Acres of quiet land covered in a blanket of automobile 
remains.
Walker takes a light reading of the auto yard with his 
Nikon. The sun presses hard against the wide lot and the 
autos smolder red. It’s at sunset. The mountains form a 
dark blue curving backdrop, giving the wreck yard, 
momentarily, a sharp outline.
Joiene watches him hold the camera, then looks out over 
the wide expanse of automobile carnage, and at the 
mountains. She walks from the car to across the road to 
where there are horses, young mares that run along a fence 
line. Joiene watches as the taller mare chases down the 
other and forces her to turn. Their hooves tremble the earth 
as they come by.
Walker leans low to take a photograph of the curving 
driveway, flecked by hub caps, that leads to a small mobile 
home. The blue of a television burns the curtains. Above 
the home hangs a rusted sign which reads: Clements’ 
Salvage Co. He catches the lower half of the letters in the 
frame and clicks the shudder.
He walks along the fence a ways and listens to the wind 
as it whistles through the cars. He thinks about 
photographing Joiene with the horses but it is getting too 
dark now. The San Juans are turning deep purple as the 
sun dips low, the yard capturing the last of the light in the 
chrome and glass that singes orange and then peels away. 
He would have to remember to come back the next day to 
photograph it all, when it would still be light enough: All that 
gnarled metal against smooth stone and sky.
92
"It’s getting dark," Jolene yells. "Could we please go 
soon?"
"Soon," Walker says.
Jolene crosses the highway looking both ways, even 
though they haven’t seen another vehicle since they broke 
the border between Utah and Colorado. The stream of 
tourists had trailed off steadily the farther they got from 
Moab. And now, near Cortez at Clements’ Salvage Co., the 
highway was empty.
Jolene stands near Walker. "Get your picture?" she asks.
"Hard to say."
"No light, huh? Too bad we didn’t come by earlier. It’s 
getting cold."
"I know. We’ll go."
He stares at the field a while longer, while the lot slowly 
disappears car by car and the distant lights of Cortez begin 
to dance.
"It s different than I thought it would be," says Jolene as 
they drive through the heart of Cortez. They pass, slowly, 
the scattering of fast food restaurants that freckle the edges, 
and the small motels, and Jolene watches the colorful light of 
these places slide across her hands and lap.
"I expected to see Montezuma’s men laying dead or 
something," she says. "I was thinking of the man, not the 
town."
"It’s funny," says Walker. "I kept thinking of that song 
’Cortez the Killer.’ Remember that?"
"What song?"
"’He came dancing across the water with his galleons 
and guns, looking for the New World and the palace of the 
sun.’" Walker pulls the car over and slows it by a pay 
phone. "Neil Young."
"I don’t remember."
"From the ’Zuma’ album. The one with all the scratchy 
drawings on the cover. I’ve been rolling that song over in my 
head since the first mileage sign to Cortez. I was trying to 
remember the ending. It goes from being a song about 
Cortez the killer to being a song about a girl Neil Young is in 
love with, or can’t find, or something. Or maybe that girl
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can’t find him. I don’t remember."
Walker is reaching for the directory that hangs beneath 
the pay phone.
"Let’s just pick a motel, Walker," says Jolene. "Forget 
about calling. None looked that crowded and I’m too tired to 
care, really. Just pick one out of the blue."
Jolene feels a tired ache in her shoulders and neck and 
wants to be in a bed somewhere, asleep. Her face feels 
warm.
They pull back onto the strip and wade slowly past the 
motels trying to remember one from the next. He steers the 
car, instead, into the lot of an Indian jewelry store which is 
still open. For days they’ve been stopping at places like this 
one, searching for a turquoise ring for her.
"We’ll just try this place," says Walker.
"It’s okay. We can look tomorrow."
"Let’s just try," he says.
The store is wide, with high ceilings, and brightly lit by 
bare fluorescent bulbs. Walker and Jolene wander past 
cases jammed with Indian jewelry: silver and turquoise rings, 
bracelets, necklaces, belt buckles, and bolo ties. There are 
sand paintings, bleached steer skulls, and Ute Indian pottery 
with painted scenes of lightning storms. There’s too much to 
look over, so Walker and Jolene head back to the car after a 
quick look around.
"I’m too tired to even look for a hotel," Jolene says. She 
buries herself in her side of the car, lays back with her head 
toward the window, and watches her breath form soft clouds 
against the glass.
"’And I know she’s living there,’" Walker speaks low.
"’And she loves me to this day. I still can’t remember where 
or how I lost my way.’"
She turns her head toward him.
"Nothing," he says. "Just the ending to that song."
Walker pulls the car off at a motel with a pulsating 
vacancy sign and he and Jolene ask for a room with a view 
of the mountains. They all face that way, they’re told and are 
handed a key as Walker signs the register.
The motel room is rinsed in a green glow that shimmers 
off of the neon cactus from the Taco Time across the street.
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The floors are yellow tile, and crocheted wall hangings adorn 
the walls. A huge television, held in place by chains that run 
through the ceiling, consumes a corner of the room.
The room’s view captures part of the San Juan range.
It’s hard to tell exactly where the mountains begin and end, 
and most of the view consists instead of scattered refuse 
collected in a field. There’s an overturned washing machine, 
balled up scrap metal, and an old Chevy Impala. But 
beyond all that, beyond the cluttered field, they can see the 
dark curve of the mountains.
*  *  *
Sometimes he wishes he could talk to her about losing 
his brother. Everything swells up inside and bursts inward 
when he tries. Jolene lost her father three years earlier, just 
after she and Walker met. Walker watched while it 
happened. Watched her sadness turn inward, too. But they 
hardly knew each other then. Their skin was softer to each 
other. He imagined that he was able to swoop down deep 
within her sorrow and carry some of it away, purely because 
of the newness of their love. Walker feels as if nothing can 
touch his sadness. A heavy stone resting in still water. 
Nothing can show him the way home, lift him toward warmth, 
toward light.
Like everything else lately, their summer road trip had 
consisted mostly of wanderings: Denver, Boulder, Grand 
Junction, Moab, and now Cortez. They hadn’t stayed long in 
any of these places. It had been habit for them, since early 
into their relationship, to take a road trip during summer.
The first year was northern Michigan, the next was Thunder 
Bay, and this year they flew out to Colorado to visit Walker’s 
father and his father’s new wife and then borrowed one of 
their cars and wandered. Wherever we go, we go, they said. 
So they wandered.
They were both aware of the silence of this trip, the 
restrained moves. Sometimes it got painful. Still they held 
hands. Still they made love. And still they drove on, silently 
observing the worn and stoic terrain of the Southwest as it 
stretched out across the windshield and shaved away in 
layers.
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They wrote out postcards. Hers say, "Hi, Monica. In 
southern Colorado now. Strange hotels ever since we left. 
One had a pre-birth of Christ wallpaper motif. Explain later."; 
"Miss you, Ali. It’s late. We’re in Cortez. Beautiful drive. 
Lovely terrain. Taking plenty of pictures. It’s hot."; and "Mom 
-  be home soon. Everything’s fine." His say, "D.W. -  Jolene 
and I have kidnapped an American baby and are heading to 
Mexico to exchange it for pesos and some of those crazy 
blankets you can get so cheap there. Maybe a statue of a 
guy in sombrero taking a siesta, too."; "Jim -- Quit calling my 
apartment. I’m in Colorado. Sober up."; and "Dad -  Went to 
Utah. Now in Cortez. Maybe New Mexico tomorrow. 
Something I have to talk to you about when we get back. 
Jolene says hi."
They are writing out postcards in silence while nibbling 
on Cheez-it crackers, the box they bought at an Amoco in 
Crescent Junction, Utah, and snacked from sporadically as 
they drove past the startling severe landscape of Arches 
National Park. There’s a movie on television, now, with 
Rosanna Arquette who’s an actress Walker has fallen in love 
with, but Jolene notices that he isn’t watching. The air 
conditioner drowns out the sound anyway. Jolene listens to 
it whir. She puts the postcards away and just listens.
"I’m falling asleep again. Can we forget about dinner?"
"Sure. We’ll have two breakfasts tomorrow."
"What time is it?" she asks.
"Can’t be late. News hasn’t come on yet. Must still be 
early, Cortez time."
Jolene washes her face in the bathroom with apricot 
soap she’s brought from home. It’s a grainy soap that she 
works into her pores and then rinses over and over again. 
She removes her contact lenses, washes them, and then she 
swallows her pill. She thinks about taking a bath but she’s 
tired enough as it is.
Jolene tugs at her suitcase, removes a small, blue jewelry 
box-the purple heart medal, and sets it near her bedside.
"Remind me not to forget this tomorrow morning," she 
says.
She strips to her Jocky briefs and climbs into bed. The
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sheets feel cool. And even though they are stiff and smell of 
Hi-Lex, she feels refreshed lying there between clean sheets. 
She feels as if she could sleep for days.
Walker never tells her about it, but sometimes when 
Jolene isn’t around, he’ll take the medal, the purple heart, in 
his hands and hold it until it’s warm. It’s the medal that her 
grandfather earned in the second world war, after his knee 
was destroyed by enemy mortar. The medal was passed 
down to Jolene’s father and, before he died, it was given to 
Jolene. That’s when she told Walker that she knew her 
father would die soon, when she was given the medal. Since 
then, she’s slept with it by her bedside.
Walker likes to hold the medal because it’s so much a 
part of her. It’s the part of her they won’t speak about. The 
quiet part. A quiet part. He also thinks about how the 
medal symbolizes bravery and injury, and, more than 
anything else, loss. Originally it signified loss of bone, and 
then of life, of a father’s life. She keeps her loss at her 
bedside, thinks Walker, guarding it, keeping it so. And 
mine’s deep down below, where no one can see it. Hers is 
more solid, like the medal. Mine’s something else: Shapes 
in darkness.
Jolene lies in bed and listens to the air conditioner as it 
burns; softly burns and sounds like whispers. "Listen to this, 
listen to this." It all comes by in a hush; something faded, 
alluring, "Listen to this."
She slips, then, on the strip of thin neon and the color 
goes broken: Shards of color; fast, loud, flowing glass of 
color. She’s near the door; leans into the frame; pushes the 
color, and the dust picks up outside. She thinks she should 
find him because it’s growing late.
She watches the stream of cars from the doorway, across 
the interstate: The red tail lights; a field of fire. She feels 
that she and Walker should go now, fast now, but he’s still 
not there.
"Darling," she tries but the wind scatters her voice.
He’s standing there, by the auto yard again; the broken 
down cars. He is wading through the metal. He’s slow
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about it. There are all these cars, and she comes toward 
him: Something pulling now.
"Are you going with me?" she says and the words fall 
away. He is watching her. Maybe he smiles, she can’t tell. 
It’s something he does with his face.
"I’m going to stand here and watch," he says. A wind 
pulls. "Watch the rust until it bleeds through and finds its 
way to the soil. Watch it until it sleeps."
All around them there is sound.
Joiene hears the door and sees his form in the frame. 
The room is dark. Walker shuts the door softly behind him.
She feels as though she had only been asleep for a 
moment. The television is still soundlessly glowing: Gray 
static illuminating the walls.
"Where did you go?" she asks him.
He is holding a paper bag at his side. He hands it to 
her and she removes the bottle of tequila.
"The terrain reminded them about it," says Walker. "The 
doggies had cried about it, and the posse had eyed it, stole 
it, and lost the contents of it, along with a few hundred brain 
cells along the way. And still they felt worse. They had all 
agreed that they felt worse from the effort."
There he was, not making sense again, she thinks, 
smiling. There he was speaking in tongues. For a moment 
she imagines it was him, the old him, before things changed. 
She watches his face and thinks about that. About how loss 
can change the shape, the lines in a face.
"I shouldn’t have woken you," he says. "I should have tip 
toed past the guard. Shhhh. Go back to sleep."
"It’s okay," Joiene says. "You want to stay up and drink, 
we can."
"I drove down to that jewelry store and told the woman 
that she had too many items, too full a store. Told her that’s 
why she didn’t sell anything. Your eyes get tired looking at 
all that jewelry. I told her to box the lot of it up, display 
merely a dozen pieces and price them each six times as 
high. She would double her sales. I told her to pick out a 
ring for you, to put it on a shelf all by itself and we’d be by 
tomorrow."
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She is laughing. "You didn’t, really."
"I did that. You don’t believe I did that?"
"Not even close."
"Or maybe I just went straight to the liquor store and 
bought the first bottle of tequila that met my eyes. I don’t 
remember. Either way, it was a remarkable night. Look at 
that." He holds the bottle up near the blue haze of the 
television screen. "Look at the way the light bends through."
"It’ll bend your mind some, too, darling," she says.
"That’s the point, I guess. Strain it past the vortex 
webbing of the brain, blurring distance up into the farther 
reaches of consciousness."
"Unconsciousness," she corrects.
"To be or not to be." He rubs his hands in circles on her 
stomach. "Ahh, there’s the rub."
She laughs again and grabs his hand. "I miss you, 
sometimes," she says. "Sometimes."
Walker squints. "Miss me?"
"Yes."
"When?"
"When we’re away. Wherever we are when we’re not 
together."
"We’re mostly together."
"Not actually," she says and there’s silence.
"You sleep," he says. "I’m going to watch the moon."
"Let me come," she says. She pulls away the sheets.
"For a while, anyway."
Walker notices that Jolene is watching her reflection glide 
by the row of motel windows as he carries her past’ and she 
tells him that it fills her with a sense of freedom: Watching 
her near naked body pass through these windows where 
strangers lie sleeping. Walker carries her in his arms to keep 
her from stepping on broken glass or rusted metal. They 
move past scattered cans, a bicycle frame, mattress springs, 
and a rusted out Kenmore washing machine. When they 
come to the Chevy Impala, Walker sets Jolene on the hood 
and checks the interior. It looks pretty clean.
"It’ll be like being at the drive-in movies in a stolen car," 
he says.
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They sit close in the front seat and watch the dark, sharp 
silhouette of the San Juans. The moon is directly above 
them, dipping into the windshield. All around them the 
sounds of night flow like running water.
They drink the tequila. Walker likes the way it feels on 
his lips, and the way it singes his throat just barely. He feels 
it glide into his stomach. He and Jolene are silent. The 
warm wind sifts through the open windows.
"You don’t suppose that radio works, do you?" she asks.
"This car doesn’t even have an engine, probably," he 
answers. "It’s been gutted. Probably it’s been sitting this 
way for years."
He wonders if he’ll want to come back in the morning to 
photograph the car. He wonders about the contrast, if it’s as 
sharp as the wreck yard they stopped at earlier: All that 
broken down metal surrounded by nearly untouched beauty.
He’s been taking plenty of photos on this trip, stopping 
the car intermittently to see how something looks through the 
Nikon lens. He’ll study several angles and either shoot film 
or wander away. He’s been shooting black and white only, 
high speed, lots of grain. And always he looks for plenty of 
shadow.
They watch the moon slowly sink across the cracked 
windshield, tugging slight clouds across the fragmented glass 
on its descent. Walker holds the bottle of tequila under his 
leather jacket, against his chest, and tries to describe to 
Jolene the cover of a Paul McCartney album, but she can’t 
picture it.
"He wore this scruffy beard, and I’m certain that Linda 
took the photograph. He had his child tucked, just like this, 
tucked like this bottle beneath his leather jacket. This tiny, 
furry, little head poking out. You don’t remember?"
"Not really."
"When I saw that photo, I’m like fifteen, and I remember 
thinking, yeah, I want to have children like that. Children I 
can cradle in my leather jacket paunch. Small, warm, soft 
packages with little voices, open eyes, and tiny hands. I 
want one of those, too."
"Will you ever feel that way, again?" she asks
Walker takes the bottle in his hands. "You mean replace
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this docile tequila baby with one that owns demands? 
Wouldn’t that be a sightless barter on my part?"
"You don’t want that, ever?"
"Not ever," he says. "The way things feel now, not ever."
Jolene lays her head down on Walker’s lap. "I still think 
about them. About what our children would look like if we 
ever had them," she says. "They’d probably be dark and 
quiet. Full of joy and energy around the right people. 
Probably they would have beautiful voices. I keep thinking 
that. I have no idea why."
Walker continues to see the image of his brother as a 
child. Remembers the blue eyes, the soft hair, the long 
eyelashes, and the feel of his hands on Walker’s shoulders. 
He remembers his brother’s face, frozen in time: A wide 
smile, the wrinkled nose. He imagines the soft image of 
black and white photographs of that face. It holds still, the 
image. It keeps holding still. He remembers how his brother 
would always be running: Fast across the lawn of their 
home on Midway Parkway, fast up the front steps, and 
through the door that slammed like thunder. But when 
Walker concentrates on that moving image, the image of his 
brother running, he loses it in a blur.
"There’s all this other stuff to consider first," Walker says. 
"Before we’re ready for children. There’s your purple heart. 
There’s mine that’s blue. And there’s all that stretches in 
between."
They are both still. In the distance, a train whistle 
sounds sporadically, and a low humming thunder of the train 
moving down the distant rails.
"You’ll let go," Jolene says. Her voice is soft, as if she’s 
afraid that it’ll be the wrong thing to say. "Not mostly, 
darling, but enough. You’ll let go enough to be without him. 
You’ll see. You will."
Walker leans over and kisses her temple. Her face is 
moist. He draws his finger across her tears and kisses her 
again.
"That’s not it," says Walker. "That’s not just it. I only 
wish it was, but it’s not."
He walks from the car, out into the field toward the dark 
wall of mountains. The wind pulls at his shirt and he walks
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into the breeze, closing his eyes, as it cools his face dry. He 
can still hear the sound of the distant train.
Walker comes to an abandoned refrigerator and pries it 
open. He rests the bottle of tequila on the shelf and closes 
the door. He leans up against the refrigerator and looks up 
at the stars and at the mountains and wishes that he was 
somewhere in between.
After a while he hears Jolene’s voice and sees the outline 
of her form moving slowly towards him, her darkened, naked 
form. She holds her arms tightly across her chest and waits.
"It’s colder, now," she says. "Could we go back inside?"
And she waits for the answer, as if he might be ready.
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